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Introduction

Several years ago at a flea market, I bought for fifty
cents a dilapidated book entitled Steinbeck:
Letters.

A Life in

Until that time, I had little interest in John

Steinbeck, although I had a keen interest in reading diaries
and letters.

As I glanced through the book, I vaguely

remembered reading Of Mice and Men in high school, and I'd
seen the film version of Grapes of Wrath; that was the
extent of my experience with Steinbeck.

But my flea market

purchase, a book of letters written by Steinbeck to friends,
publishers, and other people he was acquainted with,
compiled and edited by the writer's wife after his death,
was to change forever my concept of what a writer should be.
Here was a man who loved and lived to write, a truly
dedicated author who loved the feel of a pencil in his hand,
whose writing was his escape from a troubling personal life,
whose writing provided him a most interesting and exciting
career, and whose temperament was as fascinating as his
writing.

I read Letters from end to end.

I began to

collect and read his works and discovered that he wrote
correspondence with the same dedication that he gave to his
novels, short stories, and nonfiction writing.
of writing was a new adventure to him.

Every type

He welcomed the

experience of starting a new project, was terrified to be
typecast as an author, and fought labels all his life.
wrote for himself; he wrote to better himself.

He

In August, 1990, I attended the annual John Steinbeck
Festival, which takes place in his home town of Salinas,
California.

During one session, Steinbeck's younger son,

John IV, discussed his memories of his father's writing his
longest novel, East of Eden, which was the topic of that
year's symposium.

One person in the audience asked John IV

whether he really understood his father well enough to
comment on his thoughts as he wrote the book because, after
all, John IV was only a small child at the time.

The

question, more than the answer, stayed in my memory because
I myself wondered how well the boys knew their father, since
their parents divorced when they were little more than
toddlers and they visited their father infrequently.

I got

the impression that the questioner thought she had some
insight into Steinbeck that his own son lacked.

Through

Steinbeck's prolific letter and journal writing, so much of
which has now been published, many of his fans erroneously
believe that they understand the man perhaps as well as his
own family does.
In August of 1991, I once again attended the Steinbeck
Festival.
change.
surgery.

One year's time had brought about a tragic
John IV had died from a heart attack during
Speaking that year was his older brother, Thom,

who said he resented the question I remembered.

He made

clear right at the beginning of his talk that he would
entertain no such questions about how well he knew his
2

father.

He said that he felt he knew the man, and he had

always been able to separate the man from the author.

It

occurred to me that separating the man from the author has
been a problem for fans and critics of Steinbeck.
the dilemma--the problem the critics did not solve.
said it:

There was
Thom

the man and the author were two different

entities.

When I began to read Steinbeck criticism, I

discovered that the critics had little understanding of his
dedication to discovering new techniques and changes in
style.

They, instead, for the most part, looked at the

social content of his works and judged him according to
their concepts of how he should write.

I came to realize

that he had been maligned and misunderstood by critics
throughout most of his writing life.

3

Part I.
Steinbeck and His Critics
Chapter 1.

The Early Critics

Journals or correspondence in which the author
expresses personal thoughts, which he knows others will
read, show only what the author wishes to disclose.

The

author Steinbeck was quite different from the man whose
family life was at times a shambles, who moved away from the
country he writes about never to feel at home there again,
and who had bouts of depression and drinking that left him
drained and ill.

Steinbeck's authorized biographer, Jackson

Benson, spent thirteen years doing research for The True
Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer, which was published in
1984.

He writes,
Though everyone knew his books, few really knew
the man.

John Steinbeck was shy and very private.-

On those rare occasions when he allowed himself to
be interviewed, he steadfastly refused to answer
personal questions.

He felt the attention should

be focused on his work, rather than on his life,
and that if too much notice was given to him, he
would be unable to do his work. (Preface ix)
If Benson's assumptions are true, though Steinbeck wrote
volumes to his friends, the writing persona was the one

4

who overcame that shyness.
in writing.

He was able to express his ideas

Since Steinbeck was such a private person and

granted few interviews-I suppose it is bad tactics but I am refusing the
usual things--the radio talks, the autograph
racket, the author's afternoons and the rest of
the clutter--politely, I hope, but firmly, (this
said after the publicity surrounding Torti11a
Flat) (Letters 105)
--his early critics seemed to contrive his motives for
writing.

They created a persona for him.

And critics in

the 30*s, 40's and 50*s, especially newspaper and magazine
writers, seemed to base their reviews on their personal
convictions more than whether or not the work had artistic
value.

They looked at the author's political stand, and at

least some of them took out in print seemingly petty
grievances they had against him.

Instead of judging the

product--his artistic work--they judged the man.

The

labeling began in 1935 with the success of Tortilla Flat and
lasted throughout his life.
The success of Tortilla Flat surprised Steinbeck.

He

was unprepared for its popularity:
The publicity on TF rTortilla Flatl is rather
terrible out here [California] and we may have to
run ahead of it. . . . Curious that this secondrate book, written for relaxation, should cause
5

this fuss. . . .
popularity.

I’m scared to death of

It has ruined everyone I know . . . .

Myths form quickly and I want no tag of humorist
on me, nor any other kind.

(Letters 104-105)

But it seems that for every book he wrote the critics
created a tag.— Whatever he wrote supposedly expressed the
£

philosophy by which he lived in the eyes of his critics.

In

Dubious Battle created another kind of tag that caused
Steinbeck trouble with left-wing critics, who seemed to lie
in wait for him for some time after.

He wrote in troubled

times, when some Americans, especially the avant-garde, were
interested in Communism.

For instance, in 1936, Mary

McCarthy reviewed In Dubious Battle:
The surface action of John Steinbeck's new book,
which has already been acclaimed as a topnotch
proletarian novel, moves about a strike in the
California apple picking country. . . . Mr.
Steinbeck has woven about the events in Torgas
Valley in an odd way, academic, wooden, inert. . .
The dramatic events take place for the most
part off-stage and are reported, as in the Greek
drama, by a breathless observer. . . .Mr.
Steinbeck, for all his long and frequently pompous
verbal exchanges, offers only a few, rather
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childish, often reiterated generalizations. . . .
-^Mr. Steinbeck may be a natural storyteller; but he
is certainly no philosopher, sociologist, or
strike tactician.

(326)

McCarthy’s words have an angry quality about them.

She

admits he may be a natural storyteller, but for her that
accomplishment is not enough.
achieve some other purpose.

A writer, in her eyes, must
Benson says, "Steinbeck,

McCarthy felt, did not know enough about labor and didn’t
keep his eye on what was important--class welfare"
(Biography 324).

When Mary McCarthy wrote this review, she

was still in her early twenties, a recent Vassar graduate.
She was strongly tied to the political left and, according
to Carol Gelderman, "took part in a demonstration supporting
a waiters’ strike at the Waldorf, attended fund-raising
affairs for sharecroppers . . . and went to left-wing
parties" (73-74).

She worked for Covici-Friede Publishing

Company, where, says Gelderman,
most employees . . . were either Communists or
fellow travelers.

In fact, when Pascal Covici had

wanted to publish John Steinbeck's In Dubious
Battle . . . one of his senior editors objected
because it did not endorse the official Communist
line on labor warfare--the subject of the book.
(74)
McCarthy seems to have let her personal affiliations color
7

her opinions.

She looked at the novel from a singular,

narrow perspective and criticized it on a personal level.
There is some indication that she was already hostile to
Steinbeck when she reviewed In Dubious Battle.

Steinbeck

speculated on her caustic review in a letter to a friend:
Seriously what happened is this--Mary Ann reviewed
Tortilla Flat, saying that I had overlooked the
fact that these paisanos were proletariats.
Joseph Henry Jackson, critic on the S.F. Chronicle
took her review and played horse with it.

So Mary

Ann lay in ambush for me to give me my come
uppance.

And boy, did she give it to me.

Wurra!

Wurra!" (Letters 115).
Steinbeck could have been wrong in thinking McCarthy was
gunning for him; nevertheless, as Elaine Steinbeck and
Robert Wallsten point out, "it was to mark the beginning of
a feud that was to last the rest of Steinbeck’s life" (115).
Whether or not McCarthy "lay in ambush" for Steinbeck, there
were other social considerations that were more important to
her than the writer's expertise.

She seemed to base her

review on her personal criteria.
In a letter to George Albee dated January 15, 1935,
Steinbeck discusses his strategy and purpose for writing .In
Dubious Battle:
I'm not interested in strike as means of raising
men's wages, and I'm not interested in ranting
8

about justice and oppression, mere outcroppings
which indicate the condition.
something in himself.

But man hates

He has been able to defeat

every natural obstacle but himself he cannot win
over unless he kills every individual.

And this

self-hate which goes so closely in hand with selflove is what I wrote about.

(Letters 92)

McCarthy’s interpretation of the work and Steinbeck's
differ, although she may have been right about his trying to
be a philosopher. '-Where she saw Steinbeck as a social and
political commentator, he saw himself as examining the
universal truth of the human condition..^ In McCarthy's
defense, Steinbeck did choose controversial topics of the
day, which left him open to timely criticism, but, for the
most part, his writing has universal themes.

Also, most of

the critics that evaluated his writing were social
commentators rather than academic critics; these social
commentaries form the criticism that has endured rather than
do those written about other aspects of his writing.
Many of his novels, including East of Eden, explore
universal themes.

Usually several themes and levels can be

found in any of his works.

In Tortilla Flat, for instance,

the humorous exploits of the "paisanos" are entertaining,
while the theme of the quick acquisition of material gain
ruins their idyllic "love thy brother" way of life.
Although the novel can be read on those levels, Steinbeck
9

says,
The book has a definite theme.
clear enough.

I thought it was

I have expected that the plan of

the Arthurian cycle would be recognized. . . . The
form is that of the Malory version, the coming of
Arthur and the mystic quality of owning a house. .
. .

(Letters 91)

After Tortilla Flat, Benson says Steinbeck’s early
critics wanted him to "stay in the Long Valley to write
about poor people" and they never forgave him for shifting
to other subjects (Biography 48).

His book of short stories

entitled The Long Valley is about the people who lived in
the Salinas Valley, where he grew up.

He shifted gears

somewhat in Grapes of Wrath, but that novel too focuses on
the poor and downtrodden.

Grapes of Wrath is certainly

written on many levels, but in its time, it was most well
known for bringing to light the plight of the migrant
workers, and for the most part it was read by critics as a
social statement.
Critics during his life called Steinbeck a socialist, a
Communist, a naturalist, and a humorist.

They felt

compelled to label him, but few called him an artist.

His

writing was viewed as too sentimental, too "popular," too
much like philosophy, or too diverse.

Daniel Aaron, in his

article "The Radical Humanism of John Steinbeck" (1968),
says, "many readers find him a flawed and self-indulgent
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writer who has nothing further of interest to communicate"
and "his books evoke far less excitement than they once did"
(26). He calls him a "historical figure and a classroom
assignment" (26).

Critics like Aaron continually point out

that The Grapes of Wrath is the pinnacle of Steinbeck's
work, but Aaron also points out that "in 1939, Steinbeck’s
style was not an important issue.

His content was" (26).

This last statement seems to sum up the problem.

When

Steinbeck stopped addressing social issues, the critics lost
interest in him; when his writing was not controversial, he
was ignored or chided by the critics.
Steinbeck was troubled and mystified by the critics'
treatment of his work.

His attitude is best understood by a

comment he made in an article he wrote for The Saturday
Review in 1950 as a response to critics' harsh reviews of
his play-novelette Burning Bright, in which he had
experimented with a new form:
If a writer likes to write, he will find
satisfaction in endless experiment with his
medium.

He will improvise techniques,

arrangements of scenes, rhythms of words, and
rhythms of thought.

He will constantly

investigate and try combinations new to him,
sometimes utilizing an old method for a new idea
and vice versa.

Some of his experiments will

inevitably be unsuccessful but he must try them
11

anyway if his interest be alive.

This

experimentation is not criminal.

Perhaps it is

not even important, but it is necessary if the
writer be not moribund.

(28)

Throughout his career, Steinbeck tried, sometimes with
success and sometimes with failure, to step out of the
social protestor role that brought him major success.
Usually his attempt was met with the same tired comments.
For instance, F.O. Mathiessen, in a review of Cannery Row
in 1944, states:
It's a puzzler why Steinbeck should have wanted to
write or publish such a book at this point in his
career.

Some of his pieces as a war correspondent

had a freshness of observation which seemed to
promise that he was growing beyond the streamlined
view of anti-Fascism that bothered so many readers
in The Moon is Down . . . .

His most integrated

book, In Dubious Battle, appeared almost a decade
ago, in 1936, the same year as Dos Passos [last
wrote],

. . . Such a lapse of time and of talent

on the part of our two most influential social
novelists of the Thirties suggests again that the
novel of social protest can be written only so
long as the writer is responding deeply to the
forces and movements of his time.

(17)

He was typecast for life; his critics seemed to think his
12

talent was wasted in any other arena.

In contrast,

Steinbeck wrote this comment during the same year:

Cannery

Row "is written on four levels and people can take what they
can receive out of it.

One thing--it never mentions the

war--not once. . . . The crap I wrote over seas had a
profoundly nauseating effect on me.

Among other unpleasant

things modern war is the most dishonest thing imaginable”
(Letters 255-56).

Cannery Row, written in the same vein as

Tortilla Flat, concerns life in the Salinas Valley, which
brought Steinbeck his fame in the first place, but after
Grapes of Wrath, his critics would not let him return in
peace to his beginnings.

Benson points out in Steinbeck’s

biography a passage in Cannery Row that describes one level
with which Steinbeck was most concerned:
The word is a symbol and a delight which sucks up
men and scenes, trees, plants, factories, and
Pekinese.

The Thing becomes the Word and back to

Thing again, but warped and woven into a fantastic
pattern.

The Word sucks up Cannery Row, digests

it and spews it out, and the Row has taken the
shimmer of the green world and the sky-reflecting
seas.

(1)

Steinbeck loved the sound of words.

He loved to write.

He

loved the feel of a pencil in his hand, and he even talked
about pencils and paper in his Journal:
looked for the perfect pencil.
13

"For years I have

And all the time it was not

the pencils but me.

A pencil that is all right some days is

no good another day" (35).

On another day he wrote, "You

know I am really a stupid fool.

All of these years I have

written in a big book because I love the fine paper with
lines. . . Now. . . it occurs to me that I can just as well
take the pages out and write on each sheet separately" (47).
He pondered the most inconsequential aspects of his
profession.

Benson says Steinbeck "didn’t write for fame .

. . he didn’t write for money . . .

he wrote because he

loved to write, because he was addicted to it"

(1).

Benson

thinks that Steinbeck's public had "neo-Jamesean
expectations" (2) for him.

He was expected to make

progress, to go from "simplicity to complexity," and to tie
his private life to his art (2).

He did not follow those

expectations during his career, and the critics "cluck[ed]
their tongues, trying to convert him to a decent sense of
artistic responsibility" (2).

Fortunately, they never

succeeded.
Alfred Kazin, who lambasted Steinbeck in the '30s, was
still at it in the '50s.

In a 1958 article he seems at

first to be sympathetic when he calls criticism of Steinbeck
"anxious pigeonholing" which labeled him as a "primitive,"
which was "quickly succeeded by other tags" (5).

But then

he blames Steinbeck for his own predicament for having a
particularly elusive quality [because he] flitted
uneasily from book to book, and theme to theme. .
14

. [and if] he would leave that condition behind
him, that would have allowed him to work out
solidly his one subject:

the transformation of

the great Salinas Valley in California. (5)
Contrary to Mathiessen, who would have Steinbeck return to
the social protest format of the *30s, Kazin would have him
return to the Salinas Valley and stay there.

In Cannery

Row, he did attempt a return to the Salinas Valley, but
Kazin panned the book:

"There are many pleasant things in

books like Cannery Row . . . but they are simply not in the
same class with . . . The Grapes of Wrath" (1).
could not win.

Steinbeck

Benson questions Kazin*s "left leaning"

motives:
Normally, that a fiction writer has a
philosophy of any substance or that his work has
the depth of several interpretive levels should be
cause for congratulations.

However, to left

leaning critics such as . . . Alfred Kazin,
Steinbeck’s philosophy is not even worth bothering
with and his use of allegory is seen as a fault.
It is one thing to examine a novelist's philosophy
in all its aspects and applications and then
disagree with it or refute it and quite another
simply to call it a "pseudo-philosophy" or, as
does Kazin, dismiss it as value "biologism."
("Through a Political Glass Darkly" 48)
15

Benson, who wrote the only authorized biography of
Steinbeck, with full cooperation from his widow, Elaine, has
been a leading voice in praising Steinbeck's diverse style,
and he has pointed out the many injustices Steinbeck has
suffered at the hands of his critics.

He is the recognized

authority on Steinbeck in the present day much as Peter
Lisca was in the 1950s.

16

Chapter 2:

Modern Critics Look at East of Eden

Daniel Buerger points out in "'History' and Fiction
in East of Eden Criticism" (1981) that "further
investigation into the artistic elements of Steinbeck’s
work" (382) is called for.

Perhaps with an emphasis on the

artistic aspects of his writing, Steinbeck can be
appreciated for the writer he was.

Thanks to Benson and

other writers, recent criticism seems to be going in that
direction.

John Timmerman wrote in 1986:
John Steinbeck had a clear vision of the literary
road he wanted to take.

Although it had curious

doglegs, detours, and potholes . . .

he followed

it with singular determination . . . there remains
a hard core of purpose and direction in his
writing; certain fundamental artistic beliefs and
techniques undergird everything he wrote. (36)
Modern critics agree with Timmerman.

As Daniel Aaron

suggests, in 1939 Steinbeck's style was virtually ignored,
while his political views were thought to be the critical
point of his writing.

Buerger says that it is

. . . incumbent upon us that we approach fiction
as fiction, that we see the aesthetic artifice for
what it is, before we turn it into pseudo
sociology or meta-philosophy.
17

This may seem to be

a statement of the obvious, but a survey of East
of Eden criticism shows that art has rarely been
the primary concern of Steinbeck scholars.

(7)

In particular, Steinbeck's longest novel, and perhaps the
one dearest to his heart, East of Eden, still suffers from
the same kind of subjective criticism that plagued his other
works.
Mentioned in most essays on East of Eden are Peter
Lisca's damaging remarks concerning his view of the novel.
Many modern critics strongly disagree with his
pronouncements damning the book itself and especially his
criticism of the narrative structure.

Lisca, realizing how

little attention was given to Steinbeck’s craftsmanship, in
1958 wrote The Wide World of John Steinbeck, which is an
"analysis of individual works [and] also a history of
Steinbeck's artistic development" (vii).

Although the book

does look at his artistic development, it does not look at
the works separate and apart from the author.

Lisca spends

some time examining Steinbeck's reasons for writing.

Lisca

provided a work that was needed, but he did Steinbeck a
great disservice in his analysis of East of Eden.

The

analysis not only questions Steinbeck's use of narration,
but calls the entire book a failure.

Unfortunately, this

criticism practically doomed favorable comments by other
critics because Lisca was regarded as quite knowledgeable
about Steinbeck.

Daniel Buerger discusses Lisca's
18

influence:
Students of Steinbeck owe a tremendous debt to
Lisca's [book]. . . .

However, it has been a

disaster as far as East of Eden is concerned, for
Lisca's unmitigated hatred of the novel has
dominated almost all subsequent analyses of it,
and indeed, of most of Steinbeck's later work. . .
. Thus, within a few years after the novel
appeared, the gestalt of East of Eden criticism
was set. . . .

By the end of the 1950s, the book

was perceived as a sloppy failure and a symbol of
Steinbeck's decline after World War II; he was
only an image and shadow of the divine writer he
was.

(380)

Hardly any aspect of the novel escapes Lisca's lashing.
For instance, Martha Heasley Cox comments that Lisca objects
to the "Hamilton stories on both structural and thematic
grounds" (24).

She points out that Lisca says the Trasks

and Hamiltons interact only seven times in twenty-six years-not enough to make them more than an interruption to the
fictional story of the Trasks (24).

She counters with a

quotation from Journal of a Novel in which Steinbeck says
the Hamiltons are included because the book is a story of
the whole valley, and even more so of the nation, of which
they are an example of a family during that time in the
country's history.

She says, "Steinbeck did need the
19

Hamiltons. . . . They were essential to him in his role as a
father; as a message purveyor; and as a novelist, a
craftsman" (24).

In the rest of her article, she supports

this thesis by showing how each of these four purposes was
developed.

The Trasks, she points out, are an example of a

"universal family" while the Hamiltons represent "mid
nineteenth-century Salinas Valley settlers" (25).

She notes

that Steinbeck uses his family history as counterpoint to
interrupt the "mood, tone, pace, color and time" of a long
complicated novel (26).

Steinbeck comments in the Journal,

"this Trask chapter is as dark and dour as a damp tunnel.
It has to be.
and gay.

And the next Hamilton chapter is very light

I’ll have my contrasts all right.

contrasts and balances.
(42).

It will be all

There’s nothing wrong with that"

Cox seems to agree with Steinbeck's assessment and

makes a good argument against Lisca’s opinion that the
Hamiltons are an intrusive element in the novel.
In a 1979 article, Mark W. Govoni compares the creative
process of the original manuscript of East of Eden with the
second published version.

He says a look at the original

draft shows that Steinbeck was still "learning his craft;
how he could interweave complex narrative structures.

And

it reveals, to some extent, how Steinbeck strayed too far-got carried away with himself--necessitating revisions
characterized by modifications and restriction" (15).
Govoni claims that in the second manuscript, although
20

Steinbeck eliminated much of himself as narrator,
nevertheless,
he did not want to squeeze all of himself out of
the narrative.

. . . The result is a narrative

which bears the imprint of Steinbeck's radical
preconceptions, the effects of the free and
experimental method of composition.

Though the

published version has a tighter, more disciplined
structure, it echoes its origins.

(23)

A close reading of the book shows how experimental the
narrative method really is.

Although Govoni seems to agree

partially with Lisca concerning the vestigial element of the
narration, where Lisca found it contrived and confusing;
Govoni found it interesting and unique.

21

Chapter 3.

Peter Lisca’s Criticism of East of Eden

Peter Lisca makes some valid points about the confusing
structure of East of Eden, but fails to examine the
narration closely enough to understand it in light of modern
criticism.

Lisca does not understand who the narrator is

and how often he appears in the book.

For example, Lisca

criticizes, among many other points in the novel,
Steinbeck’s use of the grandson of Samuel Hamilton as the
narrator:
the narrator ”1" in East of Eden is confused with
the "me" and the "John" and the "my" and the "we"
of the actual narrative.

By far the greater part

of the book is not told by the autobiographical
"I" at all, since it concerns events which he not
only could not have witnessed, but could not even
have heard about.

This "I" is plainly a vestigial

element from the first draft of the book as a
family saga addressed to his children, and is illmated to the "I" as narrator.

Finally, this "I"

(whether narrative or autobiographical) comes up
so infrequently (about twenty times in six hundred
pages) and so briefly that no permanent
association with the story is created.

Each time

it appears it effects a momentary shock of
22

intrusion.

The novel is in no sense dominated or

given form by its narrator, and the narrator is in
no sense defined by the novel.

(266-67)

He also says, "the author himself appears sporadically in
the novel as the narrator" (262).

Here, he confuses the

author with the narrator, who is a character in the book; in
fact, on all of these points Lisca could be challenged.
First, Steinbeck never intended his epic to be
autobiographical; in fact, he never intended it to be
anything but fiction.

When Steinbeck began the first draft

of East of Eden, he decided to keep a journal in the form of
letters written to his friend and editor at Viking Press,
Pascal Covici (Pat).

From January 29 through November 1,

1951, he wrote daily letters which were not meant for Covici
to see as they were produced, but merely used as a warm-up
for the actual day's writing.

Later, when Covici was in

possession of the letters, at his request, his wife typed
copies of them from Steinbeck's handwritten notebooks.

In

1969 the letters were published by the executors of
Steinbeck's estate in the form of a book entitled Journal of
a Novel:

The East of Eden Letters.

In his first letter to

Pascal dated January 29, 1951, he says "In a sense it fEast
of Edeni will be two books--the story of my county and the
story of me (3).

From the beginning, he said the book was

written for his young sons and was
perhaps the greatest story of all--the story of
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good and evil, of strength and weakness, of love
and hate, of beauty and ugliness.

I shall try to

demonstrate to them how these doubles are
inseparable--how neither can exist without the
other and how out of their groupings creativeness
is born. (4)
The book could be read in several ways:

It could be the

story of the Salinas Valley, or perhaps it is a fable, or
maybe a love story, or a universal story of good and evil,
or the stories of two families who interact.

Or perhaps,

returning to one of his favorite topics, Steinbeck looks at
the condition of human existence.

And maybe his writing

covers a universal topic--free will, but perhaps the theme
of the book--the story of Cain and Abel--was utmost in his
mind^-We will never know because he only mentions that it
is written on several levels--he does not describe those
levels but leaves them to the reader to figure out.

He

wrote in the Journal. "Since this book is about everything,
it should use every form, every method, every technique"
(43).

Only a fictional approach could address "everything."

From the beginning he knew the ultimate goal of the book,
which changed only when he eliminated his direct comments to
his sons and his plan to alternate the chapters rigidly
between the Trasks and the Hamiltons (Journal 7).

His goal

was to describe the physical area of the Salinas Valley for
his sons and then to address the book to any reader.
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As he

began the book, he wrote in the journal,
I want to get all the thinking detail of the first
chapter done.

And that is it.

The physical

valley--then center down to the little area.

But

try to relate the reader to the book so that,
while I am talking to the boys actually, I am
relating every reader to the story as though he
were reading about his own background.
Everyone wants to have a family.

. . .

Maybe I can

create a universal family living next to a
universal neighbor.

(8)

His creation was the Trasks, the fictional family composed
of two brothers, Adam and Charles; Adam's evil wife, Cathy;
their twin sons, Aaron and Cabeb; and their Chinese servant,
Lee.

He also fictionalized the account of his own family,

the Hamiltons, by having them interact with the Trasks.

If

the Hamiltons are the ordinary large regional family with
their troubles and triumphs, then the Trasks are the
universal extraordinary star-crossed family that brings
destruction upon itself.
Considering that the fictional Trasks would interact
with his ancestors, by the time he wrote the final draft,
Steinbeck must have intended every part of his novel,
although partially based on historical fact, to be basically
a fictional account of his family's life in the Salinas
Valley.

That being the case, his narrator, who describes
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and comments on the fictional Trask family, must also be a
fictional character.

Steinbeck's narrator is separate and

apart from Steinbeck the author, as Steinbeck the author is
separate and apart from Steinbeck the man.
The "I" narrator is certainly not a "vestigial" element
left over from the first draft; instead, he is crucial as
the "hook" that pulls the reader into the book.

A trust is

established that Samuel Hamilton's grandson will do his best
to describe not only the family but the people who came and
settled in the Salinas Valley.

The fact that he lived there

himself and heard stories of this land makes him more
believable.
him.

The book would have far less feeling without

Contrary to Lisca's opinion, the reader does make a

"permanent association" with the first person narrator.
When he stops the story to give his opinion about something,
his intrusion is accepted because his perceptions are based
on his background.

He is a product of his ancestors--his

views reflect his upbringing.

Rather than an intrusion, he

is a legacy of Samuel Hamilton, one of the most admirable
characters in the book.
Lisca's last point, that the "I" narrator appears only
about 20 times is clearly wrong; the narrator is always
there.

His comments are widely interspersed throughout the

novel.

The "I" narrator is always the storyteller.
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Chapter 4.

Wayne Booth’s Rhetoric of Fiction and
the Narrative Structure of East of Eden

Peter Lisca, like so many other of Steinbeck's critics,
had difficulty separating the man, the author, and the
narrator.

He says, "By far the greater part of the book is

not told by the autobiographical 'I' at all, since it
concerns events which he not only could not have witnessed,
but could not even have heard about" (266).
is true.

This statement

The "I" narrator is not Steinbeck the man.

Certainly, Steinbeck based his story on his ancestors' lives
in the Salinas Valley, but he clearly invents so much of the
book that little of it could be considered autobiographical.
Dialogue is invented for all members of his family.

The

narrator is the fictitious grandson of Samuel Hamilton, who
is a fictitious facsimile of Steinbeck's grandfather.

The

narrator is clearly a character in the book and in fact,
appears later in the novel as a boy.

Lisca fails to see the

"I" narrator as one of the characters.
According to Wayne Booth, in his book Rhetoric of
Fiction. separating the human being, the author, and the
narrator is essential when reading fiction.

Whether and to

what extent these three entities are separate has long been
a subject of confusion for readers and critics.

Booth

separates the three in a way that is both understandable and
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sensible.

First, there is the real man; in Steinbeck's

case, the father with whom his little boys interacted.
Next, the "implied author" is the author's "second self,"
which is distinct from the man himself and is created by the
writer.

Booth explains his concept of "implied author":
Even the novel in which no narrator is dramatized
creates an implicit picture of an author who
stands behind the scenes, whether as stage
manager, as puppeteer, or as an indifferent God,
silently paring his fingernails.

This implied

author is always distinct from the "real man"-whatever we may take him to be--who creates a
superior version of himself, a "second self," as
he creates his work.

(151)

In the past, Steinbeck's critics have confused the man and
his "second self," the implied author.

The implied author

does not necessarily think like the person who invents him.
His outlook often moves towards the ideal:

the human faces

the inconsequential day-in-day-out "normal" activities of
life while the implied author may exist in the cerebral,
metaphysical world.

Maurice Beebe also explains the

difference between human being and author in his article
"The Tradition of the New Novel."

His views parallel

Booth's:
The man is a human being of normal appetites and
desires, for whom life is essentially the process
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of dying.

The artist is a free, detached spirit

which looks down on the man from a distance and is
concerned not so much with the consumption of life
as with the transcendence of life through creative
effort. (344)
Possibly no writer fits the above definition more than
Steinbeck.

He certainly was a student of human nature.

also viewed his writing as a panacea for life.

He

As far back

as 1933 when he was nursing his mother after her stroke, he
wrote to a friend, "This condition goes on, one of slow
disintegration . . . For a long time I could not work, but
now I have developed calluses and have gone back to work. .
. .

Our life has been uprooted of course, but that doesn’t

matter if I can find my escape in work" (Letters 82).

Many

times in his journals and letters, he describes how he feels
when he writes:
The work has been the means of making me feel that
I am living richly, diversely, and, in a few cases
and for a few moments, even heroically.

All of

these things are not me, for I am none of these
things.

But sometimes in my own mind at least I

can create something which is larger and richer
than I am.

(Letters 112)

Booth’s theories seem to mirror Carl Jung’s on the
differences between the artist and the human being:
Every creative person is a duality or a
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synthesis of contradictory attitudes.

On the one

side he is a human being with a personal life,
while on the other side he is an impersonal,
creative process.

Since as a human being he may

be either sound or morbid, we must look at his
psychic make-up to find the determinants of his
personality.

But we can only understand him in

his capacity of artist by looking at his artistic
achievement. . . .

As a human being he may have

moods and a will and personal aims, but as an
artist he is "man" in a higher sense--he is
"collective man"--one who carries and shapes the
unconscious, psychic life of mankind. (194-95)
This "man in the higher sense" is the implied author, the
one who Steinbeck says is not he--"I hate to run away but I
feel that the whole future working life is tied up in this
distinction between work and person" (Letters 112).

Jung

emphasizes separation between the man and his art which is
the way modern critics are now looking at Steinbeck’s work.
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Chapter 5.

Steinbeck’s Fears for East of Eden

Steinbeck made some comments in the original draft
for the dedication of Journal of a Novel that indicate that
he anticipated the negative comments the critics would make
concerning the unorthodox structure of his book.

These

comments demonstrate that he knew exactly what problems his
critics would find.

He fabricated the imaginary and

humorous conversation he anticipated with the "lions’’:
As you know better than most, Pat, the book does
not go from writer to reader.

It goes first to

the 1ions--editors, publishers, critics, copy
readers, sales department.
slashed and gouged.

It is kicked and

And its bloodied father

stands attorney.
EDITOR
The book is out of balance.

The reader

expects one thing and you give him something else
You have written two books and stuck them
together.

The reader will not understand.
WRITER

No, sir.

It goes together.

I have written

about one family and used stories about another
family as well as counterpoint, as rest, as
contrast in pace and color.
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EDITOR
The reader won't understand.

What you call

counterpoint only slows the book.
WRITER
It has to be slowed--how else would you know
when it goes fast, [sic]
EDITOR
You have stopped the book and gone into
discussions of God knows what.

There you are, Pat.

You came in with a box

of glory and there you stand with an armful of
damp garbage. (180-82)
Steinbeck speculated that critics would find his insets and
his narrator's switching back and forth between first-person
limited and omniscient unusual techniques (if that is what
he meant), but he left the book that way.

He could have

excluded the Hamiltons and still have had a complete novel,
but he chose not to.

His fears for the book came true when

Lisca criticized those same techniques Steinbeck had
commented about to Pat Covici in the Journal.
Steinbeck also made a comment in one of the letters to
Pat that leaves no doubt that he knew what techniques he was
using when he constructed the book:
I think you will recognize that the Hamilton
sections are much more difficult than the Trask
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sections.

For the Trask chapters flow along in

chronological story while the Hamilton chapters
which play counterpoint are put together with
millions of little pieces, matched and discarded.
Also I am playing all around in time with the
Hamilton sections.

By this method I hope to get

over a kind of veracity which would be impossible
with straightline narrative.

But oh! Jesus am I

going to catch critical hell for it.

My carefully

worked out method will be jumped on by the not too
careful critic as slipshod.

For it is not an easy

form to come on quickly nor to understand
immediately. (Journal 31)
(/ If he meant to get away from straightline narrative, he
surely succeeded.

The narrative is so complicated that

nothing less than a line-by-line examination shows where the
narrative changes from chapter to chapter.

As to a

carefully worked-out method, the first-person narrator
appears in most chapters, but not all.

Sometimes what seems

to be a third-person omniscient narrator takes over, but
then comments made by the first-person narrator seem to
indicate that he is there at all times.

The first-person

narrator is so often in the story, later even becoming a
character, that the reader must assume that he is the only
narrator, even though at times he achieves an omniscience
that is a little hard to accept.
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Steinbeck had an advantage at this stage of this
career: he could almost be sure the book would be published,
so he was free to adopt whatever form he wanted.
this case it works is a matter of opinion.

Whether in

An "average"

reader who has not been trained to analyze narration would
probably be satisfied with the dual role the narrator is
given.

It is easy to understand why Lisca was perplexed

with what could be termed intrusions by the first-person
narrator, but if the narrator is accepted as the storyteller
he is--as a teller of tales--and if the reader comes to
depend upon him to add his knowledgeable comments, then the
narration works.
An examination of the narrative structure of East of
Eden shows it to be, for the most part, a tight form that
includes a narrational character, the grandson of Samuel
Hamilton, who becomes part of the story line as he adds
comments in the form of insets and often is given omniscient
status by the implied author.

At times, the reader

questions the reliability of a narrator who is sometimes in
doubt and sometimes all knowing.

If there is a fault in the

narration, that first-person omniscience is it.

The

narrator cannot know all of the events and conversations of
the Trask episodes, but he does.

Additionally, Steinbeck,

the implied author, uses the "I" narrator to stop the action
and expound on modern social problems. The narrator also
compares the modern times he lives in to the times in the
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book.

He is an important part of the book.
To see how intricate and involved the narration is in

East of Eden, and to be able to make a conclusion concerning
the value of the novel as a literary contribution to modern
contemporary fiction, it is necessary to examine each
segment of narration and the techniques used in advancing
it.
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Part II.
The Narrative Structure of East of Eden

Chapter 1.

Overview

The narrative structure of East of Eden is complicated.
In some places, it does not seem to have a clear pattern;
rather, the narration changes at the seeming whim of the
implied author.

For example, the narrator adds his comments

in both the Hamilton and the Trask chapters, although he
comments much less in the Trask chapters except in one
instance:

when he introduces Cathy, who is the most

puzzling character in the book.

The narrator seems to

speculate on her personality as if he is figuring it out as
he goes.

At various points in the book, he stops the action

and speculates on why Cathy is the way she is; she seems to
remain an enigma to him all the way through the telling of
his story.

In Chapter 8, where Cathy is introduced, the

narrator comments throughout, thus making the chapter quite
different from most of the other chapters in which the
fictional family’s story is told.

He seems so fascinated

with Cathy’s personality and motives that he cannot remove
himself as he usually does.

He says, ’’I believe there are

monsters born in the world to human parents.

. . . It is my

belief that Cathy Ames was born with the tendencies, or lack
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of them, which drove and forced her all her life" (96).

In

Chapter 13, he says, "It doesn't matter that Cathy was what
I have called a monster.

Perhaps we can’t understand Cathy.

. . . And who in his mind has not probed the black water? .
. . Whatever Cathy may have been, she set off the glory in
Adam" (173).
Later in Chapter 17, he says, "When I said Cathy was a
monster it seemed to me it was so.

Now I have been close

with a glass over the small print of her and reread the
footnote, and I wonder if it was true" (243).

After Chapter

17, he does not personally speculate on Cathy (who changes
her name to Kate) again.

If his speculations were a

pattern, he would wonder aloud about her in the 500+ pages
left, but he does not.
In other ways, the pattern is easy to detect.

There

are four short chapters--12, 34, 42, and 46--which are
reminiscent of the interchapters that appear in The Grapes
of Wrath.

Interestingly, Lisca approved of the

interchapters in the latter in his article, "The Grapes of
Wrath as Fiction," yet never mentions them in his chapter on
East of Eden in The Wide World of John Steinbeck.

Since

they are quite noticeable, it is puzzling that he ignores
them.

He carefully analyzes the interchapters in The Grapes

of Wrath:
These interchapters have two main functions.
First, by presenting the social background they
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serve to amplify the pattern of action created by
the Joad family. . . . The remaining interchapters
have the function of providing such historical
information as the development of land ownership
in California.

. . .

These three informative chapters make up only
nineteen of the novel's six hundred-odd pages.
Scattered through the sixteen interchapters are
occasional paragraphs whose purpose is to present,
with choric effect, the philosophy or social
message to which the current situation gives rise.
. . . Steinbeck worked from both sides to make the
two kinds of chapters approach each other and fuse
into a single impression.

("The Grapes of Wrath

as Fiction" 731-33).
Although the interchapters in East of Eden serve many of the
same purposes, Lisca ignores them and the "occasional
paragraphs whose purpose is to present, with choric effect,
the philosophy or social message to which the current
situation gives rise."

All of these elements are there in

East of Eden.
The first "interchapter" (Chapter 12), at the beginning
of Part Two, starts by addressing the reader:

"You can see

how this book has reached a great boundary that was called
1900" (167).

The narrator uses this interchapter to

establish time and to discuss what to expect in the next
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section:

"For the world was changing, and sweetness was

gone, and virtue too" (167).

The first part of the book

deals with the past--how the Salinas Valley came to be and
how the Hamilton family came to settle there.
with Adam’s past and Cathy’s upbringing.
closes, so does the past.

It also deals

As the century

Chapter 13 moves Adam and Cathy

to the Salinas Valley.
Another interchapter (Chapter 34) comes at the
beginning of Part Four after the death of Dessie Hamilton
and the suicide of Tom Hamilton.

It also marks the ending

of life in the country because Adam's family moves to
Salinas, and neither of the farms is heard of again.
Fittingly, the interchapter discusses death--specifically
how men will be remembered when they die.

The narrator also

discusses good and evil, which is the theme of the next
section:

"And it occurs to me that evil must constantly

respawn, while good, while virtue, is immortal" (543).

This

statement most likely refers to the twins, Cal and Aron, who
are growing up quite differently from each other, and to
Adam, who is good, and to Kathy, who is evil.
The next interchapter (Chapter 42) is different from
the others because it does not appear at the beginning of a
new book. It is a description of how Salinas reacted to
World War I and is as much a discourse on a universal theme
as the two before it are.

War makes change, and its purpose

is to provide an overview of how the War was changing not
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only small towns but America too.
The last interchapter (Chapter 46) also deals with the
war, and the narrator as a character takes part.

By this

time, the narrator is apparently old enough to remember his
town during World War I.

He remembers that the war years

were rainy in Salinas, and people blamed the big guns that
were shot off in France.

He tells a poignant story of how

he and his sister Mary treated an elderly German tailor, Mr.
Fenchel, who had been a well known resident of Salinas for
twenty years.

The children, following in the steps of the

adults of the town, who were out to keep up with San Jose,
which supposedly found a spy in its midst, waited on the
corner and addressed Mr. Fenchel by saying "Hoch der
Kaisesr!" (670).

The narrator does not spare himself when

he says,
I can see his face now, his startled innocent blue
eyes.
to cry.

He tried to say something and then he began
Didn't even try to pretend he wasn't.

just stood there sobbing.

He

And do you know?--Mary

and I turned around and walked stiffly across the
street and into our front yard.
I still do when I think of it.
This passage says much about the narrator.

We felt horrible.
(670)
What child has

not done something cruel because adults have done it?

The

fact that the narrator never forgot his cruelty adds to our
trust in him.
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Along with the interchapters, as in The Grapes of
Wrath, the narrator intersperses his comments in the form of
insets which either stop the narrative to analyze a topic or
work to move the plot along.

Usually these short exchanges

are either historical notes, philosophical reflections, or
problems the narrator wishes to reflect upon.

These

passages are often at the beginnings of chapters, and once
the narrator has set up the action, he steps out and lets
the characters proceed with their lives.

A good example of

this technique is at the beginning of Chapter 13:
Sometimes a kind of glory lights up the mind of a
man.

It happens to nearly everyone.

You can feel

it growing or preparing like a fuse burning toward
dynamite. . . . And I guess a man's importance in
the world can be measured by the quality and
number of his glories.

(170)

This introduction to the chapter goes on for two pages.

Its

purpose is to explain why Adam feels the glory of loving
Cathy.

It explains his actions and is very useful to

understanding the remainder of the chapter.

Adam's glory is

created in his own mind; he does not understand his wife at
all.

The narrator says, "Adam Trask grew up in grayness,

and the curtains of his life were like dusty cobwebs, and
his days a slow file of half-sorrows and sick
dissatisfactions, and then, through Cathy, his glory came to
him" (172).

Cathy is his reason for feeling alive.
41

In the

inset, the narrator makes two comments on a person’s reason
for feeling alive:

"Our species is the only creative

species and it has only one creative instrument, the
individual mind and spirit of man" (171)

and "I guess a

man's importance in the world can be measured by the quality
and number of his glories" (170).

Adam's feelings of love

for Cathy inspire him to move to California and for the
first time pursue dreams.
At other times, the "insets" are interspersed with the
action of the scene.

Although more of these insets come at

the beginning of chapters, there is no set pattern of where
they appear.

Whenever the narrator has something he wants

to say, the action stops.

The narrator is there--always.

The lack of a pattern is realistic if a narrator intervenes
when something needs to be said and not on schedule.
Wayne Booth's theory of implied author and narrator is
the best way to understand the narration in East of Eden.
Steinbeck, the implied author, creates a narrator-character,
the first person "I," grandson of Samuel Hamilton.

This "I"

narrator does not know everything about the Hamiltons, who
are his relatives.

Whenever the Trask family is discussed,

an odd occurrence happens: the implied author makes the
narrator omniscient.

For example, in Chapter 4, after

thoroughly describing Charles and Adam's childhood without
any interruptions from the first person narrator, and in
detail that only an omniscient narrator could know, the "I"
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narrator says, "It has always seemed strange to me that it
is usually men like Adam who have to do the soldiering"
(45).

These sorts of comments let the reader know that the

first-person narrator is always present--relating the action
and expressing his opinion from time to time.

Without a

line-by-line examination, the technique is nearly impossible
to follow.

Lisca, who certainly knew that the narration was

confusing, never quite understood how deeply ingrained the
first-person narrator is in the story.
East of Eden is the only novel that Steinbeck wrote
with a first person narrator--unless Travels With Charley,
which is usually considered nonfiction, is considered
fiction because the writer takes liberties with his exploits
on his camping trip around the country.

One theory that

could explain why the narrative structure is so complicated
in East of Eden is that Steinbeck did not quite understand
the limited scope of the first person narrator.

This theory

is difficult to accept, however, considering Steinbeck's
experience as a writer who studied form and worked at
developing various techniques for each work.

But

speculating upon Steinbeck's intentions is moot in light of
modern criticism; the question is how the narration affects
the overall integrity and unity of the work.

Without

considering Steinbeck's intentions, East of Eden is a work
of art to be judged on the merits of how it stands as a
successful novel.
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Chapter 2.

Analysis

The first chapter of East of Eden is a description and
history of the Salinas Valley.

The first person narrator

begins the story by describing childhood memories of his
home:
I remember my childhood names for grasses
and secret flowers. . . .

I remember that the

Gabilan Mountains to the east of the valley were
light gay mountains full of sun and loveliness and
a kind of invitation, so that you wanted to climb
into their warm foothills almost as you want to
climb into the lap of a beloved mother.

(1)

Those first few paragraphs introduce the narrator as an
adult who has fond memories of his homeland.

Another

comment a few lines later defines him as somewhat of a
philosopher:

"The Salinas was only a part-time river. . . .

It was not a fine river at all, but it was the only one we
had and so we boasted about it. . . . You can boast about
anything if it's all you have.

Maybe the less you have, the

more you are required to boast" (4).

After a brief, but

seemingly knowledgeable, topographical description of the
Valley from the beginning of its existence, the narrator
discusses why places in the Valley are named the way they
are:

"After the valleys were settled the names of places
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refer more to things which happened there, and these to me
are the most fascinating of all names because each name
suggests a story that has been forgotten" (9).

The narrator

is a romantic who loves to hear and perhaps spin stories of
times gone by.

He ends the chapter by introducing himself

as the grandson of the man who brought his family to settle
"in the foothills to the east of King City" (9).
In the first chapter, the narrator establishes that he
is a descendant of the Hamiltons and that he lived in the
Salinas Valley at one time.

He is a reliable narrator thus

far, who seems knowledgeable and informed about the part of
the country he describes.

He establishes that his story

will be told in the first person, and in the second chapter
he limits his narrative to what he has been able to learn
about his grandparents and their children.

He establishes

his degree of reliability in the second chapter by telling
the reader, "I must depend on hearsay, on old photographs,
on stories told, and on memories which are hazy and mixed
with fable in trying to tell you about the Hamiltons" (10).
Booth says, "The narrator also may be more or less distant
from the characters in the story he tells.

He may differ

morally, intellectually, and temporally" (156).
the narrator is distant.

Temporally,

He is an adult trying to piece

together the structure of his ancestors' family.
Intellectually, as a modern writer, he may be more
sophisticated and learned than his family, or he may not be
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able to testify as to their intellectual abilities compared
with his because he is relying on hearsay.

He may have

difficulty in portraying their lives because he cannot
relate to them in their time.
Speaking directly to the reader, using the pronoun
"you," the narrator establishes a relationship between
himself and the reader.

Booth says, "In fiction, as soon as

we encounter an 'I,' we are conscious of an experiencing
mind whose views of the experience will come between us and
the event" (151-52).

The reader of East of Eden realizes

that the narrator will interpret and describe events as best
he can from the information he has on hand.

To this point

in the story, he appears truthful in his approach, his facts
seem plausible, and there is no reason to doubt that his
story should be believed.

The narrator tells the reader

that his knowledge of events will be limited:
Why Samuel left the stonehouse and the green acres
of his ancestors I do not know. . . .

But whether

it was too successful love or whether he left in
pique at unsuccessful love, I do not know. . . .
I don't know what directed his steps toward the
Salinas Valley. . . I do not know where Samuel met
her, how he wooed her, married.

I think there

must have been some other girl printed somewhere
in his heart, for he was a man of love and his
wife was not a woman to show her feelings.
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(10-

11)
The narrator's confession establishes a trust between him
and the reader.

The reader realizes that there are gaps in

the story--as there would be in stories handed down about
people long dead--but trusts that the narrator will do his
best to relate events as true to history as possible.
A brief history of the Hamiltons, with some hints as to
how the narrator acquired his knowledge-Samuel had a great black book on an available
shelf and it had gold letters on the cover--Dr.
Gunn's Family Medicine.

Some pages were bent and

beat up from use and others were never opened to
the light.

To look through Dr. Gunn is to know

the Hamiltons' medical history. (13-14)
--completes Chapter 2 and brings the reader to the time when
the story begins.

The narrator introduces Adam Trask at the

end of this chapter, and here the narration changes
drastically.
The "I" narrator at this point seems to become
omniscient.

He relates the Trask story, which begins in

Connecticut--far away from the Salinas Valley--and he is no
longer in the dark concerning past incidents in the lives of
the characters.

He does not ever say "I don't know" in

connection with members of the Trask family; on the
contrary, he seems to know the Trask family history much
more thoroughly than he knows the Hamiltons.
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He knows how

they think and what they say to one another.
relating Adam's parents' backgrounds.

He begins by

There is an extended

narrated history of Cyrus, Adam's father, which is beyond
the scope of the grandson narrator portrayed in the previous
two chapters.

For example, the narrator describes an

episode while Cyrus is in the army and contracts gonorrhea
from a Negro girl after he has had part of his leg amputated
from a battle wound.

The "I” narrator begins by saying,

"when [Cyrus] had his new leg, and painfully knew his
condition, he hobbled about for days, looking for the girl"
(18).

Then Cyrus, in dialogue, describes what he intends to

do to the girl when he finds her:

"When I finish her,

she'll be a funny-looking bitch. . . . I'll make her so a
drunk Indian won't take out after her" (18).

It seems

impossible that the grandson narrator would ever be privy to
such a story.

He could have heard the story only if Adam

Trask, after his arrival in California, related it to Samuel
Hamilton or one of his children because the first-person
narrator never says he knew the Trasks.
Through the first section of Chapter 3, there is no
sign of the first person narrator with his comments-"maybe," "I don't know," or "perhaps."

When part 2 of

Chapter 3 begins, the "I" narrator comments on what happens
to Adam when he finds out his father is not the hero he has
thought him to be.

He discusses what happens to children

when they first face the fact that adults are not gods:
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"When a child first catches adults out--when it first walks
into his grave little head that adults do not have divine
intelligence . . . his world falls into panic and
desolation" (25).

The narrator’s comments help explain what

Adam goes through; the comment is helpful to the story.
The narrator also describes an intimate talk Cyrus had
with Adam concerning his becoming a soldier:
"You’ll go in soon," his father went on, not
hearing.

"And I want to tell you so you won't be

surprised.

They'll first strip off your clothes,

but they'll go deeper than that.

They'll shuck

off any little dignity you have--you'll lose what
you think of as your decent right to live and to
be let alone to live." (32)
There certainly is no way that the narrator could have
overheard this passage, but since the narrator stopped the
story a few pages before to describe how a child first
discovers that adults are not "gods" (25), the reader
assumes the narrator is still present.

The narrator's

knowledge of the Trask family is thorough and convincing.
By the end of Chapter 4, the protagonist is firmly
established as a young man who overcomes great difficulties
with his father and brother to succeed in the Army.
detail of his background is known.

The section could be a

short story in itself.
The switch from limited to omniscient narrator
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Every

contributes to the storyline in many ways.

First, the "I"

narrator would have no way of knowing about Adam's life in
Connecticut.

As far as the reader knows, the grandson never

met Adam, and it is doubtful that his grandfather could have
related to him Adam’s story in such detail, even if he knew
it himself.

Therefore, to be privy to such information, the

reader must accept that the "I" narrator is omniscient.

He

is a storyteller who has been given omniscience by the
implied author.
the story.

He is also a minor character in parts of

Once this system is determined and accepted, the

reading goes more smoothly.

The reader has to allow that

somehow the first-person narrator knows al1 about the
Trasks.

Granted, some suspension of disbelief must take

place, but the reader must speculate upon how much would be
missing from the complete work if this perspective were not
used.

For instance, the reader would not be privy to

episodes that the narrator observes first-hand, such as when
his Uncle Tom takes him fishing.

His perspective adds to

the book when he comments on his family.

This insight gives

the story a dimension that might not be present with only a
third-person narrator.

For example, after the reader has

had an introduction to the hard realities of Adam's
childhood, Chapter 5 addresses the Hamilton children's
upbringing, and once again the less than omniscient firstperson narrator takes over:
On the ranch the little Hamiltons began to grow
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up, and every year there was a new one.

George

was a tall handsome boy, gentle and sweet, who had
from the first a kind of courtliness.

. . .

George was a sinless boy and grew to be a sinless
man. . . .

It is possible that his virtue lived

on a lack of energy. . . .

Behind George, Will

grew along, dumpy and solid. . . . Will liked to
live so that no one could find fault with him. . .
Maybe his father had something to do with
Will’s distaste for either change or variation.
(50-51)
The "I" narrator's uncertainty is once again obvious.

This

narration is in contrast with the previous Trask chapter in
that the narrator was much more detailed in his descriptions
of Adam and his family.

Where he spends 32 pages detailing

Adam's upbringing, he spends only ten in Chapter 5
introducing all nine of Samuel Hamilton's offspring.
the narration is marked with uncertainty:
with the Hamilton boys were five girls.

Again,

"Interspersed

...

I guess

Lizzie must have been the oldest since she was named for her
mother--I don't know much about Lizzie" (56).

These

switches serve the purpose of letting the reader know that
the book is centered on the Trask family; the Hamiltons are
there because they live in the Valley.

Only Samuel takes a

main part in the Trask story, and his role is vital to the
success of the book.
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After the painful upbringing of Adam Trask, Samuel’s
family is a welcome counterpoint.

It is generally a big,

happy, close, ’’firm-grounded family, permanent, and
successfully planted in the Salinas Valley. . . .

It was a

well-balanced family with its conservatives and its
radicals, its dreamers and its realists.
pleased with the fruit of his loins"

Samuel was well

(59).

The contrast

gives respite from the unhappiness of the Trasks.
Throughout the novel, the reader compares the two families.
The narrator's family with its patriarch, Samuel Hamilton,
is the one the reader admires.

While Adam’s family falls

apart, the Hamiltons grow to adulthood and take their places
in the Valley.
In Chapter 6, the first-person commentator seems to be
making more of an appearance than in the previous Trask
chapters.

He philosophizes frequently.

Speaking of Adam's

brother Charles's visits to prostitutes, the first-person
narrator says,
There is great safety for a shy man with a whore.
Having been paid for, and in advance, she has
become a commodity, and a shy man can be gay with
her and even brutal to her.

Also, there is none

of the horror of the possible turndown which
shrivels the guts of timid men.

(61)

It is evident to the reader that the speaker is the firstperson narrator because there is no one else to make these
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kinds of comments.

The reader wonders whether the narrator

is talking about himself along with Charles.

While an

undramatized third-person narrator would still arouse
curiosity, the reader already knows the identity of the
grandson narrator and is beginning to form a picture of him
as a person through his comments.

He is becoming a part of

the story in a far more integrated way than a third-person
omniscient narrator alone ever could.
Other comments in the chapter point out how opinionated
and involved the first-person narrator is.
men who live alone:

He comments on

’’During the years [Charles] was never

sick, except of course for the chronic indigestion which was
universal and still is, with men who live alone, cook for
themselves, and eat in solitude" (63).
has probably experienced loneliness.

Here is a man who
About Adam's discharge

from the Army, the narrator says, "It is a hard thing to
leave any deeply routined life, even if you hate it" (63).
This much said, the narrator refrains from editorial
comments and completes the rest of Chapter 6 without one
more inset.
The "I" narrator appears again in the beginning of
Chapter 7 to explain in an inset a concept of time:
Time interval is a strange and contradictory
matter in the mind.

It would be reasonable to

suppose that a routine time or an eventless time
would seem interminable.
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It should be so, but it

is not.

It is the dull eventless times that have

no duration whatever.

A time splashed with

interest, wounded with tragedy, crevassed with
joy--that's the time that seems long in the
memory.

And this is right when you think about

it.

Eventlessness has no posts to drape duration

on.

From nothing to nothing is no time at all.

(73)
This "inset," rather than an "aside," explains ten years of
Adam’s life.

These insets appear when the narrator wants to

reflect on or introduce an experience of human nature.

This

one explains the uneventfulness of Adam's time in the Army.
If the passage were removed, the reader would still see Adam
passing ten years of his life, but the narrator's comments
examine time in a way the reader might never have imagined.
The reader begins to attribute all philosophical renderings
to the adult grandson making him a character in the scope of
the novel.
worthwhile.

His presence again makes the reading more
The passage is almost poetic--"Eventlessness

has no posts to drape duration on"--and the chapter would be
less without it.
At this point in the novel, the narrator brings in a
new technique.
which he lives.

He compares times past with the time in
He points out that migrant workers who

wander around the country called "bindlestiffs" (74) are
rare in his modern times, but were prevalent in the
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nineties.

The reader, if interested, must try to figure out

how old the narrator is by other comments he makes.

The

narrator says bindlestiffs were "brothers to the coyote
which, being wild, lives close to man and his chickenyards:
they were near towns but not in them" (74).

His knowledge

of their life, which he describes through Adam's experience,
shows they are of more than a passing interest to him:

"he

[Adam] rode the trains very infrequently, for there was a
growing anger against tramps, based on the angry violence of
the I.W.W. and aggravated by the fierce reprisals against
them" (76).

This account is one more indication that the

first-person narrator knows his facts.

He seems to be aware

of exactly what was going on during the time the story took
place, and that knowledge makes him believable in the
reader's eyes.
Other comments during Adam's growing up show that the
"I" narrator is present and involved in the storytelling as
Adam travels the country:

"People are felt rather than seen

after the first few moments.

During his second [prison work

gang] sentence on the roads of Florida, Adam reduced his
personality to a minus.

He caused no stir, put out no

vibration, became as nearly invisible as it is possible to
be" (77).

In the next section, which reverts to Charles,

Adam's brother, the narrator uses "we" to associate the
reader with the action:

"When two events have something in

common, in their natures or in time or place, we leap
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happily to the conclusion that they are similar and from
this tendency we create magics and store them for retelling”
(80).

The narrator uses these insets, not so much to move

the plot forward, as to stop the action and reflect on how
each episode refers to human nature.
Eden

In many ways, East of

seems designed to study how and why the characters

react in

given circumstances.

Nearly every time a piece of

action happens or something moves the plot forward, the
situation is analyzed by the narrator: the implied author
makes no attempt to hide this technique.
Usually when there is a large amount of dialogue and
description, the narrator stays out of the picture and seems
to watch as the characters interact.

When the characters

have insights of their own, such as when Adam realizes he is
no longer fearful of his brother--”Why, I'm not afraid of my
brother!
any more.

I used to be scared to death of him, and I'm not
Wonder why not?

Could it be the army?

Or the

chain gang?" (84)--the narrator does not usually intrude
until the conversation is over.
the thinking and speculating:

The characters take over
"Adam was about to go to him

when a little of the old fear came back.

No, he thought, if

I touched him he would try to kill me" (85).

In scenes like

these, the implied author lets the reader see events through
the eyes of the character.

Adam walks into the house he has

not seen in many years and realizes it is smaller.
Adam's eyes, the reader looks at the rooms:
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Through

Adam "went to

the open doorway and stood looking out. . . .

It was not a

pretty farm near the house--never had been" (85).

Now Adam

is in control as one of Booth's dramatized narrators who
move along the plot (152).

Booth calls these narrators

. . .third person "centers of consciousness"
through whom authors have filtered their
narratives.

Whether such "reflectors".

. . are

highly polished mirrors reflecting complex mental
experience, or the rather turbid sense-bound
"camera eyes" of much fiction since James, they
fill precisely the function of avowed narrators-though they can add intensities of their own.
(153)
Adam, after he returns from many years of hard living and
deprivation, realizes what he could not understand as a
child:

"It was a grim farm and a grim house, unloved and

unloving.

It was no home, no place to long for or to come

back to" (86).

Looking at Adam's life through Adam's eyes

shows the reader how he has matured far more dramatically
than if the narrator described it in first person.

Yet the

reader still assumes the "I" narrator is there while Adam
discovers his new awareness.

Throughout the remainder of

Chapter 7, Adam and Charles discuss their childhood and
their father.

The "I" narrator does not intrude at all.

Adam and Charles move about the scene with dialogue and
description that the reader assumes the narrator provides.
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More and more, the reader and the first person narrator
become partners in watching the action.
The next chapter introduces Cathy, who is one of the
most perplexing female characters in contemporary fiction.
Lisca criticizes Steinbeck’s treatment of this character
perhaps more than any other aspect of the novel.

He accuses

the author of being confused on the question of free will
when he should have accused the ’’I’’ narrator of this
confusion.

He also says, "The author himself denies free

will to the novel’s most wicked character--Cathy. . .’’
(267).

He cites one of the narrator’s first descriptions of

Cathy as evidence:

"It is my belief that Cathy was born

with the tendencies, or lack of them which drove and forced
her all her life" (267).

The author does not deny free will

to Cathy; the narrator simply speculates about why she acts
the way she does.

Since she commits suicide at the end of

the novel, she would seem to have free will.

Actually, the

narrator is as confused about Cathy's real self as anyone
else in the story.

The narrator cannot understand why Cathy

does the things she does because no one, except possibly
Cathy, can; certainly it is not the narrator's job to tell
the reader whether Cathy has free will or not.

The

narrator discusses philosophical points in the insets; the
implied author lets the narrator tell the story and lets the
reader draw conclusions.

Lisca blames Steinbeck for

allowing the characters to act out their roles.
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He wants

all the ends to tie up neatly.

The question of free will,

although debated by Lee and Samuel, is never truly decided,
even though the ending implies Adam has accepted that humans
have free will.

Lisca says that ’’the author is truly

confused on this question of free will [as is] evident in
other moral essays scattered throughout the book" (267).
Once again, Lisca calls Steinbeck confused when it is the
narrator who is confused.

With a less than omniscient

narrator often in charge who is relating the story the best
he can, it should not be surprising that some characters
seem to act freely while others do not.

Certainly,

philosophers can only speculate because there are no
absolute answers in the world.

The narrator speculates on

Cathy’s behavior but never gives an indication that she is
an understandable character.
The implied author uses the ’’I" narrator to introduce
Cathy in a passage quite different from any he has used
before.

The narrator takes part in developing Cathy’s

character whereas he usually steps back and simply relates
the story when he deals with the Trasks.
in the first person:

Chapter 8 begins

"I believe there are monsters born in

the world to human parents. . . . It is my belief that Cathy
Ames was born with the tendencies, or lack of them, which
drove and forced her all her life’’ (97).

The first-person

narrator goes on to describe Cathy as if he knows everything
about her from her feet, which were "round and stubby, with
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fat insteps almost like little hoofs" to her husky voice,
which could "cut like a file when she wished" (97).

He says

"Cathy was a liar" and then gives the reader his opinion
about the difference between liars and storytellers:
I think the difference between a lie and a story
is that a story utilizes the trappings and
appearance of truth for the interest of the
listener as well as of the teller.
it neither gain nor loss.
for profit or escape.

A story has in

But a lie is a device

I suppose if that

definition is strictly held to, then a writer of
stories is a liar--if he is financially fortunate.
(98)
In the last sentence, the implied author is making a
statement, through the narrator, about his craft.

The

reader might find herself asking what this supposition has
to do with the story.

Back in the first interchapter,

Chapter 12, the narrator has informed the reader that this
is indeed a book that he is writing:

"You can see that this

book has reached a great boundary that was called 1900"
(168).

If the reader assumes that the first-person

narrator is an author himself, this inset makes sense and
fits in with the story.

The storyteller digresses just as

anyone would in telling a long and complicated story.
Other digressions vary.
not.

Some seem intrusive; some do

The narrator has an opinion on nearly everything, and
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nearly everything has to do with human nature, and much of
it has to do with the difference between the sexes.

For

example, in one inset, he comments on the sex play of
children:

"Everyone, I guess, who is not abnormal has

foregathered with little girls in some dim leafy place, in
the bottom of a manger, under a willow, in a culvert under a
road--or at least dreamed of doing so" (100).

By addressing

this comment to men only--"everyone"--the reader knows the
narrator-storyteller is biased towards a man’s point of
view, which could partly explain why he does not understand
Cathy.
This passage sets up the next episode, where two boys
who are lured by Cathy into the barn are sent away to
correctional school for one afternoon's "normal" exploration
of sex (100-03).

Their actions lead to disastrous

consequences when they are discovered by Cathy's mother and
Cathy manipulates the facts so that they take the complete
blame.
own:
(102).

The narrator again compares those times with his
"Punishments were more savage then than they are now"
More and more the reader is aware that the narrator

is looking backward and is telling a story he knows well.
Cathy's story continues without intrusion until after
Cathy's murder of her parents, described in detail by the
narrator, who seems to be present watching Cathy's actions
as she prepares the trap:

"Cathy worked quickly but without

hurry. . . In the chickenyard she caught a little pullet,
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took it to the block and chopped its head off, and held the
writhing neck over the jelly jar until it was half full of
blood" (113).

This gruesome episode is told coldly and

without judgement.

The reader is privy to what is going on.

Only towards the end of the chapter when an innocent half
wit is acquitted of the crime does the narrator again appear
with an opinion:

"In all such local tragedies time works

like a damp brush on water color.

The sharp edges blur, the

ache goes out of it, the colors melt together, and from
separated lines a solid gray emerges" (118).
is a fitting end to the chapter.

This analogy

The narrator sums up what

the reader knows to be true but might not have thought of in
this case.
In Chapter 10, the first-person narrator gives the
reader a little background on the status of houses of
prostitution back then and in his time:

"At the present

time the institution of the whorehouse seems to a certain
extent to be dying out. . . .

In the late days of the last

century and the early part of this one, the whorehouse was
an accepted if not openly discussed institution" (120).
Other than a few comments about prostitutes--"Every once in
a while a story would start about how young girls were
stolen and enslaved by the controllers of the industry.

. .

but the great majority of whores drifted into their
profession through laziness and stupidity" (120)--the
chapter concerns Cathy’s involvement with the sadistic Mr.
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Edwards, which in turn leads her to meet Charles and Adam
Trask and sets the stage for Adam and Cathy to marry.

The

chapter is told by the omniscient side of the narrator, who
makes only passing comments about the helplessness a man in
love feels:

"A man so painfully in love is capable of self-

torture beyond belief" (128).

There is no doubt now that

the narrator is always present, always watching even when
the implied author allows the other characters to take over.
Chapter 10 begins with comments from the narrator:
"When two men live together they usually maintain a kind of
shabby neatness out of incipient rage at each other" (133).
Then he steps aside to let Adam and Charles work out their
relationship before Cathy comes into the picture.
Interestingly, he never reappears in Chapter 11.

As before,

when there is considerable dialogue, the characters take
over--the reader sees the action through the eyes of the
omniscient narrator and the characters.
unnatural that the narrator steps out.

It does not seem
The reader is

getting used to the pattern, and actually there is no need
for the narrator to comment when the storyline is moving at
a fast pace as when the Trask family is involved.

But the

narrator, by beginning the episode with his comments, is
never removed from the story, as Lisca believed he was.
In the beginning of Part Two, a new technique is used
in one of the three interchapters.

In a two-page inset, the

narrator talks directly to the reader about the end of the
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19th century.

It is a welcome break from the tension of the

last Trask chapters.

It is wonderfully written and

certainly an asset to the book: "Oh, but strawberries will
never taste so good again and the thighs of women have lost
their clutch!" (169).
Both Chapters 13 and 14 begin with insets from the
narrator.

In both instances, the narrator talks directly to

the reader.

Once the chapters get going, the narrator steps

aside and lets the action progress.

The inset in Chapter 13

helps explain why Adam moved to California.

Once Adam is on

his way, the narrator simply tells the story with no more
intrusions.

Chapter 14 begins with an historical backward

glance at the Western country:

"You remember that Samuel

Hamilton said his children had gone to a dance at the Peach
Tree School.

The country schools were the centers of

culture then" (193).

The rest of the chapter is devoted to

Olive Hamilton, daughter of Samuel, who has become a school
teacher.

In this chapter, the narrator as a child makes his

first appearance.

Olive is his mother.

The point of the

chapter is to establish the character of Samuel’s female
children:

"The daughters of Samuel Hamilton were not

destined to become work-destroyed farm wives" (193).

Lisca

comments,
Some of these anecdotes, such as the death of
Dessie, the suicide of Tom, and Olive’s airplane
ride, are interesting in themselves, but at no
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point do they contribute to some greater purpose,
and they remain essentially distracting and
unintegrated fragments" (The Wide World of John
Steinbeck 266).
If these sections are thought of as descriptions of the kind
of people who settled in the Salinas Valley, which was one
of the purposes Steinbeck envisioned for his novel, they are
certainly relevant.

He said the book was to be the story of

his county, and since the narrator becomes so much a
character in the book, his family is interesting to the
reader.
Even though Lisca believes otherwise, the Trask story
does integrate with the Hamilton story throughout the novel.
Before Samuel Hamilton leaves the Valley to live with his
daughter in Salinas, he visits Adam’s farm.

The

conversation that Samuel and Lee have that day is crucial to
the plot.

Lee explains that he has compared the

translations of the American Standard, the King James, and
the Hebrew Bibles and discovered that the Hebrew Bible uses
the word "timshel," which means "Thou mayest" which means to
the men that there is free will.

Lee says,

It might be the most important word in the world.
That says the way is open.

That throws it right

back on a man. . . . "Thou mayest"!

Why, that

makes a man great, that gives him stature with the
gods. . . .

He can choose his course and fight it
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through and win. (398)
This scene is one of the most important in the book, and it
is shared with Samuel Hamilton.
When Samuel Hamilton dies, Adam Trask makes a special
trip to attend his funeral in Salinas.

The narrator says,

"Adam had not intended to come at all, but something drew
him beyond his power to resist.

For one thing he could not

believe that Samuel was dead" (409).

Samuel is a catalyst

in Adam's life on several occasions.

He names Adam's sons

when Adam cannot, and most importantly, he tells Adam where
Cathy is and that she is a prostitute, and that disclosure
awakens Adam to life once more.
After Samuel's death, Adam buys Dessie Hamilton's
house, Adam visits Samuel's widow at Olive's house, and Cal
Trask enters a business venture with Will Hamilton.

It is

as much interaction as any two families who live in the same
area might have.
Chapters 16 and 17 concern the Hamiltons, and the
narrator offers no first-person comments; instead he takes
the reader back, in Samuel's thoughts, to the streets of
Londonderry, where Samuel was born.

This incident could

have been a story the grandson-narrator heard from one of
his relatives.

As Samuel laments about his childhood, he is

riding alone on a moonlit night after meeting Cathy and
being frightened by something in her he could not
understand, much as the narrator could not understand her in
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Chapter 8.

Samuel is not privy to Cathy’s past as the

narrator and the reader are, yet they share Samuel's
puzzlement, although they know much more about her.
The next inset by the narrator comes in Chapter 18 when
he comments about small-town sheriffs:
The sheriff's job was not an easy one, and that
county which, out of the grab bag of popular
elections, pulled a good sheriff was lucky.
was a complicated position.

It

The obvious duties of

the sheriff--enforcing the law and keeping the
peace--were far from the most important ones.
(278)
He describes the diplomatic expertise of law officers back
in those days, and once again the reader is reminded of the
narrator's reliability in historical matters.

In fact,

Chapter 19 opens with the narrator's opinion on the patterns
of opening up a new country:
A new country seems to follow a pattern.

First

come the openers, strong and brave and rather
childlike. . . . When the rough edges are worn off
the new land, businessmen and lawyers come in to
help with the development.

. . . And finally comes

culture. . . . And culture can be on any level,
and is.

(286)

This opening prepares the way for the narrator's discussion
of "the church and the whorehouse" which "arrived in the Far
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West simultaneously" (285).

His comparison of the two

"corruptions" is ingenious and comical:

"While the

churches, bringing the sweet smell of piety for the soul,
came in prancing and farting like brewery horses in bockbeer time, the sister evangelism, with release and joy for
the body, crept in silently and grayly, with its head bowed
and its face covered" (286-87).

The juxtaposition is

striking because he reverses the way most people would think
about the two groups.

He seems to appreciate the

whorehouses more than the churches; here the reader sees
another facet of the narrator’s personality revealed--he is
irreligious and irreverent.
reader:

He talks directly to the

"You may have seen the spangled palaces of sin and

fancy dancing in the false West of the movies, and maybe
some of them existed--but not in the Salinas Valley.

...

I

will tell you about the solemn courts of love in Salinas"
(287) .

Another new technique he uses in this chapter is to

talk directly to the "old men" of Salinas.
remember hearing that, old men?

He says, "Do you

And do you remember how an

easterly breeze brought odors in from Chinatown? . . . .
Remember too, the little houses, unpainted, unrepaired?"
(288) .

An unknown omniscient narrator might not involve the

readers so completely; we smell the odors; we see the
broken-down houses.
Chapter 21 begins with an inset that opens the chapter
for Kate to take over Faye and the business.
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He contrasts

the way men usually think and act with Kate's deliberate
tactics:

"In human affairs of danger and delicacy

successful conclusion is sharply limited by hurry" (315).
Kate, he says, takes her own time.
lets Kate carry out her plans.

Then he steps back and

He comments later on in the

chapter about Dr. Wilde, "Like so many country doctors, he
was a combination doctor, priest, psychiatrist to his town"
(318), but stays out of the story for several chapters.
When the story reverts to Samuel's interaction with
Adam and his twins and Lee, the narrator seems content to
let the characters get along without his comments.

Instead

of the narrator's offering comments on the condition of man,
the characters do.

For example, in a conversation between

Lee, Samuel and Adam, there is a long discussion on good and
evil, one of the main themes of the novel.

It is introduced

with a Bible reading concerning Cain and Abel, over which a
discussion of free will ensues.

The subject of human

guilt's controlling freedom is discussed.

In this section,

Lee, who is quite a philosopher and seems to share many of
the ideals of the narrator, says, "And I here make a rule--a
great and lasting story is about everyone or it will not
last.

The strange and foreign is not interesting--only the

deeply personal and familiar" (355).

Samuel sees the

connection--"I think this [Cain-Abel] is the best-known
story in the world because it is everybody's story.
it is the symbol story of the human soul" (355).
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I think

The men,

culminating their discussion, name Adam's twins Caleb and
Aaron.
The significance of this passage with regard to
narration supports Booth's concept of dramatized narrators.
He says,
We should remind ourselves that many dramatized
narrators are never explicitly labeled as
narrators at all.

In a sense, every speech, every

gesture, narrates; most works contain disguised
narrators who are used to tell the audience what
it needs to know, while seeming merely to act out
their roles.

(152)

The implied author can afford to let the narrator step out
if the characters do the narrating.

In this sense, in the

complete pattern of East of Eden, dramatized narrators often
act when the narrator is not in the picture.
The narrator, however, is never long out of the story.
He appears again in Chapter 23, which begins, "The Hamiltons
were strange, high-strung people, and some of them were
tuned too high and they snapped.
world" (361).

This happens often in the

He brings himself into the story of Una, one

of Samuel's daughters:

"I never knew Una.

She was dead

before I remember, but George Hamilton told me about it many
years later and his eyes filled with tears and his voice
croaked in the telling" (362).

He also says, "She didn't

laugh and play like the rest of us" (362).
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In this chapter,

the narrator is again a character.
place when he was a child.

The story is now taking

Tom was his favorite uncle, and

"you could feel Tom when you came near to him--you could
feel strength and warmth and an iron integrity" (364).

He

interacts with Tom, who puts packages of gum under his and
his sister Mary's pillows.

Long conversations between Tom,

Mary, and the narrator are clearly fictitious because a
small child could not remember verbatim what was said.

In

fact, he says that he does not remember Tom's voice, just "a
kind of warm silence.

Maybe he didn't talk at all" (368).

Next, the narrator mentions Thanksgiving of 1911, which
is one of the few times when a date is mentioned.

He

describes what happens at the dinner as if he has attended
every conversation.

This holiday is significant because

Samuel's children decide that their parents are too old to
live on the farm any longer.

The entire conversation--what

each relative says--is reiterated by the narrator.

Nothing

short of a tape recorder could have repeated such a
conversation.

There is no doubt that the account is

fictionalized and is meant to be seen that way.
In Chapter 26, the narrator explains his reasoning on
why Adam has not been crushed by his conversation with Kate
the night before:
I believe there are techniques of the human mind
whereby, in its dark deep, problems are examined,
rejected or accepted. Such activities sometimes
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concern facets a man does not know he has.
Adam awakens a new man.

(428)

Adam, once confronted with what

seems to be the real Kate, not the dream he has had of her
for so many years, is free of her.

He is not aware that he

has been imprisoned by Kate's memory; he is not aware of why
he feels free and wonderful after he has seen her.

Without

the narrator's explanation, his awakening would be
problematic to the reader.

Therefore, much of the

narrator's purpose is to simplify complicated passages.
explains the action to the reader.

He

At times this technique

is too evident--too didactic-- but in this case, the concept
is welcome because it clarifies Adam's release from Kate.
When the Trasks move to the Salinas Valley, the
chapters are shorter, and the pace picks up--as if life in
the city moves faster and the century, speeding on towards
the 1920s, pushes the characters into action.

The implied

author allows the characters to take over the story--the
narrator contributes only a few comments as the conclusion
of the novel approaches.

Cal, Aaron, and Abra, the younger

generation, are allowed to create their own personalities.
It is as if the narrator does not know them as well.

One of

his last comments concerns his uncle, who shoots himself
after his sister Dessie dies.

At the end of Part Three, he

says, "He was a gallant gentleman" (537).
reader does not hear from him much more.
less interested and involved.

After that, the
He seems to be

He is never a part of Cal and
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Aaron's lives, so far as we know, and he himself never
interacts with Adam.

After Samuel's death, he seems to lose

his connection with the Trasks.
Chapter 34, the first chapter in Part Four, is an
interchapter explaining what the narrator thinks the
"world's story" is about (542).
the characters take over.

After that introduction,

The narrator still sets the time

once in a while and makes comments about the scenery such as
in the beginning of Chapter 37:

"February in Salinas is

likely to be damp and cold and full of miseries.

The

heaviest rains fall then, and if the river is going to rise,
it rises then.

February of 1915 was a year heavy with

water" (562), and "Salinas had a small ice company, not
large but enough to supply the few houses with iceboxes and
to service the ice-cream parlors" (564).
In Chapter 41, the narrator prepares the reader for
World War I:

"The nation slid imperceptibly toward war,

frightened and at the same time attracted. People had not
felt the shaking emotion of war in sixty years" (616).

This

inset helps explain how Cal and Will make quick money
together because of the pre-war economy.

Chapter 42 is an

interchapter, only three pages long, explaining how the
people of Salinas deal with the war.

The narrator does not

appear again until the next interchapter, 46, which
describes how the war affects Salinas.

The next few

chapters deal with Kate’s suicide, and the implied author
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lets the characters take over.

The narrator appears again

in Chapter 51 to say the year is 1917 and to describe the
old sheriff who kept Kate in line during the years she lived
in Salinas:
sheriff.

"We could not imagine anyone else being

Quinn grew old in his office.

...

We knew he was

intrepid, for he had held his own in various gunfights;
besides, he looked like a sheriff--the only kind we knew
about" (720).

Although the sheriff surely sounds like a

real person, the fact that he has interacted with Kate makes
the reader deduce that he is fictitious.

By using "we," the

narrator is once again established as a character who is
living in the town during the time that some of the action
took place--therefore, he is fictitious too, since he knows
all about Sheriff Quinn.
The narrator steps in several more times before the
last chapter, each time to introduce the scenes.

His

purpose is to say how the war is going, to describe
Salinas's reactions to it, and to set up the action.

For

example, "That winter of 1917-1918 was a dark and frightened
time. . . .

We learned then that war was not a quick heroic

charge but a slow, incredibly complicated matter.
spirits sank in those winter months"

(758).

Our

The narrator's

last remarks come just before the final scene, where Adam
has a stroke when he learns that Aaron has died in the war.
The narrator describes a scene reminiscent of the beginning
of the book.

The time is fittingly spring--a time of hope:
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"It’s a pleasant little stream that gurgles through the
Alisal against the Gabilan Mountains on the east of the
Salinas Valley.

The water bumbles over round stones and

washes the polished roots of the trees that hold it in"
(763).

As the narrator began, with a description of his

Valley, so he chooses to exit.

He has guided the reader

through the story, and he is a huge part of what makes the
book a success.

Without him, there might have been less

feel for the land and the people who lived in the Salinas
Valley.
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Conclusion

East of Eden is not only the story of the Trask family;
nor is it the Hamiltons* story.

Rather, it is an American

story of how the western part of the country was settled and
what kind of people settled there.

The people in the story

are types of Americans--emigrants like Samuel Hamilton and
Adam Trask who go West to work out better lives.
all too human and make mistakes.

They are

Both men are heroes

because they survive their mistakes and learn from them.
The implied author author has captured their personalities
by using his own experiences and knowledge on which to base
their lives.

His use of the first-person narrator who is at

times omniscient, who at times steps out of the story and
lets the characters perform the action, while highly
unusual, works in the book, making it interesting and
unique.

He is not, as Lisca claims, an "infrequent element"

(The Wide World of John Steinbeck 267), but appears in
nearly every chapter.

Even when he is not speaking directly

in the first person, the reader feels his presence.

The

"shock of intrusion" that Lisca refers to is not a shock at
all, but a welcome break from the tension of the Trask
episodes.

The narrator knows history, and his insights

concerning human nature are entertaining and thoughtprovoking.

The reader ponders the comments concerning human
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existence along with the narrator.

It is true that the

narrator does not "dominate" the novel, but he gives it form
with his presence.

He offers comments in the spontaneous

way that a story teller would interrupt to make an
appropriate comment.

Finally, as for the narrator's moral

philosophy, which Lisca says "is no more convincing than its
structural function, and at times seems to be in direct
variance with the action" (267), it is his own; it does not
have to be the same or even similar to that of the other
characters.

The narrator is simply another character,

another human being who has ended up in the West, who
strives to discover himself as do Lee, Adam, and Samuel.
Lisca blames the author Steinbeck for confusion about the
theme of free will (267), when the implied author is simply
having his narrator tell the story, as Booth says, like "an
indifferent God, silently paring his fingernails" (151).
Neither the implied author nor the narrator has to explain
any character or event the way the novel is written.
There is no question that Steinbeck took poetic
license--he was a well established writer and could afford
to write as he saw fit--but his ingenuity works.
Eden is a saga that can be read on many levels.
that its form and structure are

East of
The fact

unique makes it a valuable

addition to contemporary literature.

John Gardner says,

When one begins to be persuaded that certain
things must never be done in fiction and certain
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other things must always be done, one has entered
the first stage of aesthetic arthritis, the
disease that ends up in pedantic rigidity and the
atrophy of intuition.

(3)

Steinbeck would not let the critics tell him what to write.
He never suffered from "aesthetic arthritis."

Whether East

of Eden is the cream that floats to the top, as its
predecessor The Grapes of Wrath is, remains to be seen.
modern critics examine it on an artistic level, it may
become a classic.

East of Eden and its author are still

causing controversy, and that is a good sign.
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